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BACKGROUND/INTRODUCTION

Connecticut’ s coastal management program, administered through the Office of Long Idand Sound
Programs (OL1SP) of the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), seeks a Coastal
Management Fellow to develop a methodology to assess the visua impact of coastal devel opment
proposas. The Visua Impact/Visud Assessment (VIVA) project will capitaize upon increasing interest
in landscape protection and a growing awareness of the role of visud qudity in maintaining community
identity and the qudity of life dong Connecticut’ s coast.

There is widespread and continuing interest among coastal managers and the generd public in landscape
protection and visud impact assessment. OCRM has demondtrated its interest in this topic by focusing
on it as acomponent of its docks and piers research program and workshops

(http://coastal science.noaa.gov/documents/dockpier.pdf); the Maine DEP has recently adopted
regulations on visua resource management for its coasta permitting program

(http://mwww.mai ne.gov/dep/blwag/315draft.pdf), and the March 2004 Massachusetts Oceans
Management Task Force called for development of “Methodologies and standards for the analysis of
visud, cultura, and aesthetic impacts of proposed projectsin state waters.”

The protection of scenic landscapes from adverse visud impacts has therefore been recognized as a
legitimate policy issue, and it has long been a subject of academic inquiry (see, eg.
http://www.esf.edu/eslvial). Moreover, visua resource protection even enjoys a satutory basisin
Connecticut: our Coastal Management Act (CMA), the state legidation upon which the coastal
management program is based, contains a generd statement 22a-91(5) that the coagt isrich in

“aesthetic resources’, and 22a-93(15)(F) defines as an “ adverse impacts on coasta resources’ the
“degrading visud qudlity through significant dteration of the naturd features of vistas and view points.”
However, the gpplication of the “vistas and view points’ policy and visua impact anaysisin generd on a
day-to-day badsin coasta planning and regulation has proven to be problemdtic.

Coagtd managers, the regulated community, and the public lack a common vocabulary and set of
concepts to be able to assess or even talk about the visud effects of development on alandscape, or
why protecting alandscape matters. Critics of a development proposal often strain to find an
“objective” environmentd rationde that seems more credible than their red objections--that they are
uncomfortable with the way something looks and apprehensive of its effect on their qudity of life. On
the other hand, applicants may decry the subjectivity of “aesthetic’ congderations, which arein the eye
of the beholder, and point out that NIMBY interests often don’t want newcomers to benefit from the
views and amenities that they dready enjoy.

Both sdes are right to some extent, but both are dso missing the point. Assessing visua impactsto
landscape resources is not a matter of aesthetics, of pursuing some individua or group idea of what is
attractive and beautiful. The visud qualities of a coastal landscape are coastal resources just as much as
tida wetlands or shellfish beds are, and impacts to the landscape can affect acommunity’ s identity,
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quadlity of life, and sense of place, which are traditiondly vadid judtifications for land use regulation.
Moreover, visud qudlities and impacts can be identified without regard to individua aesthetic
preferences. Take, for instance, the quaint working waterfront of Noank harbor and the undisturbed
marshes backed by wooded hills of Selden Cove: both are digtinctive and their visual eements can be
described, and the effects of proposed development on those el ements evduated, whether or not
anyone thinks either Ste is more or less beautiful to look at.

While visua impact assessment and landscape protection may be well-established in theory, they are
somewhat rare in practice. In Connecticut at least, regulators at the sate and loca levelstend to have
difficulty interpreting and implementing even the existing CMA slandardsin specific cases. As
skyrocketing red estate values drive more intensive coasta development, Connecticut’ s coastal
management program needs to learn the language to talk about visua impacts and to develop and use
the tools necessary to manage the coastal landscape. We recognize that thisisatall order, but without
the opportunity provided by a CSC Fellowship, it is unlikely that OLISP could devote the Saff
resources necessary to undertake new work of this magnitude. Thus, we are seeking the VIVA
Fellowship not just to conduct aresearch project or do program outreach, but to offer an opportunity to
shape coasta management policy on a cutting-edge issue of nationa importance.

GoAaLsAND OBJECTIVES

In one sentence, the god of the VIV A Fellowship isto develop and disseminate techniques to assess
the visua impact of proposed development on the scenic resources and landscape qualities of
Connecticut'scoast. The VIVA Felow will undertake a project to meet the following objectives.

Q) Research and assess the theory and practice of visua impact assessment, reviewing the
experiences of other states and agencies, including the Smardon formulation used by the
Maine DEP regulations.

2 Develop atoolbox of assessment techniques, including GIS and other computerized
methods.

3 Define the landscape resources to be protected, both by identifying Stesand by
delineating the visua features of alandscape that should be protected, using eectronic
and other datasets as appropriate.

4) Develop avisua impact assessment methodology, including as appropriaie aGIS-
based program and/or checklists and worksheets, which can be used by OLISP permit
gaff and municipa land use agencies to implement CMA visud resource policies.
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(5) Test the visua impact assessment methodology on previous and pending permit and
coadta site plan gpplications. Once the methodology is refined, train OL1SP permit staff
initsuse and test it with the Connecticut River Gateway standards (described below).

(6) Present the methodology through workshops and PowerPoints to municipal
commissions and gaff, garting with the Connecticut River Gateway area. Prepare
guidance documents and other outreach materias for permit gpplicants and the public
on how the methodology can be used for landscape management. As appropriate,
suggest model ordinances to address local needs.

MILESTONES AND OUTCOMES

The VIVA Felowship will not have a gtrict timetable or sequence; we expect that many stagesin the
project will overlap. It isambitious, but even prdiminary stages will be useful in providing guidance

where there is none at present.

August 2005-December 2005:Research the state of the art in visual impact assessment, compile and

January 2006-May 2006:

June 2006-December 2006:

January 2007-July 2007:

ProJeCT DESCRIPTION

review the existing research, techniques, and methodologies that can
serve as a starting point for assembling a Connecticut toolbox of
techniques, become familiar with Connecticut regulatory processes and

landscape management issues.

Review GIS resources and obtain the necessary software and training
to meet the project’s needs. Define visua features and landscape
resources to be protected.

Develop a Gl S-based program and/or checklists and worksheets, or
other method to operationdize visua impact assessment for OLISP
permit Saff, for municipal commissons and &ff, and ultimatey permit
gpplicants and the generd public.

Test the methodology and train OL1SP permit staff; conduct workshops
with Gateway stakeholders and municipa commissons and Saff;
prepare guidance documents and make suggestions as to potentia

modd ordinances and next steps.
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The VIVA project is based on the premise that |landscape vaues are not a matter of subjective aesthetic
taste, but are components of acommunity identity and sense of place that can be defined, managed and
protected. In gtarting from the basics and moving to a working regulatory assessment methodology, the
project draws an ambitious scope, but even the preliminary stageswill be vauable to Connecticut's
coastal management program and, we believe, to the Fellow. The project will start with a systematic
review of the research and sate of the art in visud impact analys's, and of the visua management
methods used in other dates. As this toolbox is being assembled, the Fellow will become familiar with
the Connecticut context: our coastal landscape, with its naturd and man-made visud fegtures, its
vaues, and its problems; and the legd, adminigtrative and politica background againgt which OLISP
manages the landscape resource. While we expect the Fellow to apply his or her academic perspective
and training, this learning process will dso be hands-on and in the field aswell.

The next phase of the project will include two complementary tasks—the sdlection of appropriate
methods for visua impact analys's, and the specification of the particular landscape eements and visud
resources to be protected and managed, both specified for the Connecticut context.  For specific tools
to assess landscape criteria, we are particularly interested in the skills a recent graduate student might
bring in applying GIS and other computerized spatid andlysis or modeling, applications with which we
have little experience. However, any visua impact assessment methodology must ultimately be user-
friendly enough for OLISP permit gaff to implement and transferable enough for OL1SP coasta
planning staff to train municipa and regiond agenciesin its use; thus, alow-tech checklist or worksheet
could prove to be more suitable, at least asafirst sep. In any case, the visual andysis methodology
must be developed by the Fellow to apply to the specific landscape eements that would need to be
considered by Connecticut’s state or local coastal managers—edements with rdatively smdl frames of
reference such asindividua coves and inlets rather than sweeping vistas of barrier idands and dunes.
Connecticut’ s shore is long-settled and densdly devel oped; thus characterigtic view points would aso
include well-known culturd features such as lighthouses, harbors, and bridges. The VIVA Fdlow
would work within this context to identify important scenic resources on a Site-specific bassaswell as
to describe the landscape qudlities that define the sense of place in different regions of Connecticut’s
shore.

One such region is the lower Connecticut River area, home of a unique regiond land use agency, the
Connecticut River Gateway Commission. A 1960 s-era controversy over a proposed Nationa
Recregtiona Area highlighted the need to preserve the unique scenic vaues of the Connecticut River,
particularly the* Gateway” areanear theriver’ smouth. Inresponse, the Connecticut legidature created the
Connecticut River Gateway Commission, established in 1974 with the charge to prevent * deterioration of
the naturd and traditiond river way scene for the enjoyment of present and future generations of
Connecticut citizens™* Comprised of representatives from the towns of Haddam, East Haddam, Chester,

1 The Gateway Commission statutes can be found at Chapter 477a of the Connecticut General Statutes,
http://www.cga.state.ct.us/2003/pub/Chap477a.htm For additional information, contact the Commission’s staff at
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Deep River, Lyme Essex, Old Saybrook and Old Lyme, the MidState and Connecticut River Estuary
Regiond Planning Agencies, and the DEP, the Commisson's mgor responghilities are to oversee
conservation land acquisition and to set protective zoning and land use standards within the Gateway
Conservation Zone, which runs from ridgeline to ridgeline in the eight towns, encompassing some 30,000
acres. The Commission adopted initid minimum land use standards in 1974 for such criteria as building
height limits, ot coverage and setbacks from the River, which werein turn adopted by the Gateway towns.

Today, the lower Connecticut River isboth a prominent success and athreatened resource. The areahas
received well-deserved recognition under the Ramsar ConventionasaWetland of Internationa Importance
and as one of The Nature Conservancy’s Last Great Places, but its increasing popularity for boating,
birdwatching and other recreationa uses, and for highly visible“trophy homes’ hasled many arearesidents
to question whether incompetible development would forever change the Gateway’s scenic character.
Spurred by public input received during a series of River Roundtablesin 2002, the Gateway Commission
took up the chdlenge of managing the area s future development and substantidly revised its land use
gandards for thefirg timein dmost 30 years.

Adopted on February 26, 2004, the new standards attempt to reduce their visud and environmental
impact of new dructures on the River’ slandscape. New provisionsinclude a 100-foot setback from
the river for new structures (increased from 50 feet), a 50-foot vegetated buffer, new provisonsfor
cdculating haght limits from the origind grade, and a specia permit review for new houses over 4,000
square feet that will require minima disturbance and context-sengitive design. The revised sandards are
now in the process of being adopted by the individud Gateway towns, and the Commisson’s staff are
conducting ongoing efforts to explain the sandards and assist with their implementation. The VIVA
Fellow will participate as appropriate in these efforts, both to understand |andscape protection issues
and to ground-truth the results of the Fellowship project.

The centerpiece of the Fellowship will be the actud development of avisua impact assessment
methodology to suit Connecticut’s natura, cultura, visua and legd landscape. Based on the Fellow’s
research and andlyss, it islikdly that agood starting point for developing avisua impact methodology
should utilize the three- part impact andyss formula developed by Professor Richard Smardon, which
applies criteria of landscape compatibility, scae contrast, and spatia dominance to eva uate coasta
development, and which was adopted as the basis for the Maine DEP Chapter 315 regulations on
Assessing and Mitigating Impacts to Exigting Scenic and Aesthetic Uses. The Maineregulations use a
checklist and worksheets, but the Fellow is encouraged to develop a GIS-based program or other
computerized method to operationdize visua impact assessment for Connecticut’s coast. In any case,
the methodology must be relatively smple and understandable, produce consstent and legdly defensible
results, and be readily gpplied by OLISP permit saff, municipa land use officids, and ultimately permit
gpplicants and the general public. We are interested in avisua impact assessment process that can and

the Connecticut River Estuary Regiona Planning Agency, (860) 388-3497, or
http://www.connecticutrivergateway.org.
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will be used in the dally give-and-take of coastd development regulation at the state and municipa leve,
not in an academic exercise.

Thefind phase of the VIVA Felowship will comprise testing, implementation, and outreach. The
Fdlow will try out the newly-devel oped visua impact assessment methodology on previous permit and
coastal Site plan applications that have proven controversid, make any necessary adjustments, and
refine the methodology prospectively on pending applicationsin cooperation with OLISP permit staff.
Once the methodology has been refined, the Fellow will develop atraining program for its use and test
its application to the Connecticut River Gateway standards. The Gateway areawill be the garting point
for the Fellow’ s presentation of the methodology through workshops and PowerPoints to municipa
commissions and gaff. Based on theinitia outreach efforts, the Fellow will create guidance documents
geared to OLISP staff, municipd officids, permit gpplicants, and the generd public that will provide
aufficient documentation and information to alow the visua impact assessment process to be carried on
long after the end of the Fellowship. Asafind coda, the Fellow will draw upon his or her experience
with the project to suggest potentia modificationsto lega authorities, such as modd municipd
ordinances or dterationsto CMA policies or Gateway standards, which might provide a stronger legdl
basis to manage Connecticut’ s landscape resources.

VIVA FELLOW MENTORING

Connecticut’ s coastal management program is interdisciplinary, comprehensive and not “networked.”
Accordingly, OLISP' s mentoring gpproach is to fully integrate the VIVA Fdlow into the entire range of
OL ISP responghilities, including eements such as permit agpplication reviews, sate and federd
consgtency with the CMA, coastal permitting and enforcement, coastal research, and habitat
restoration, in order to provide the Fellow with a broad range of working experience. To thisend, the
VIVA Fdlow will atend avariety of meetings both internd and externd, indluding Gateway
Commisson meetings, municipa planning and zoning mestings, and pre-application mestingswith
goplicants, aswdl as field trips, workshops and conferences. In particular, we expect that the Fellow
will be assigned primary responsibility for processng some permit gpplications and reviewing coastd
Site plan gpplications that raise visuad impact issues.

The VIVA Fdlow will be housed within OLISP s Coagtd Planning section, which has responghbility for
municipa liaison, coordination, and commenting on local plans and coastd Site plan reviews regarding
congstency with the CMA. David Blatt, supervisor of the Coastd Planning section, will serve asthe
VIVA Fdlow’s primary mentor and contact. David, a professond planner with additiond legd
experience, has been with OLISP for over 17 years and serves as the DEP representative on the
Gateway Commission. A long time ago he wrote his Master’ s paper on visual resource management
and has retained an interest in the subject ever since.
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However, the Fellow will aso work closdy with the Permitting and Enforcement section, which has
responghility to regulate al work in the tidal, coastal and navigable waters of the state and in tidal
wetlands. Ther regulatory experience will be a necessary ingredient in developing a visua impact
assessment methodology, and they will be among the primary end-users of the products of the
Fdlowship.

Within the Technical Services section, the Fellow will work with GIS specidigts (particularly former
CSC Felow Kevin O Brien) who will provide ongoing technica support and training in the use of
ArcView and the development of the various databases. Up to three sets of recent elevation data
(including contour lines and LIDAR points) are expected to become available shortly and could serve as
the basisof a3-D GISmode. As necessary, additiond GIS training opportunities will be available in-
house and in locd educationd inditutions. As needed, these specidists will assist in complicated aspects
of cregting a customized GIS interface.

Finaly, in order to assst the Fellow in developing aworking knowledge of Connecticut’s coastal
management program, after an gppropriate amount of genera training throughout the Office, the Fellow
will be added to OLISP s*du jour” rotation. Once amonth, each staff person isassigned “du jour”
duty, and that person receives and responds to information requests (primarily telephone calls) of a
generd programmatic nature. As needed, the “du jour” person will seek the assistance of other
program specidisis to help respond to the more chalenging questions, which has proved to be an
effective way for staff to become familiar with al aspects of OLISP s coastd management programs.

ProJECT PARTNERS

In addition to the Fellow’ sinvolvement with ongoing OLISP activities, the VIVA Felowship offers
attractive mentoring and collaboration opportunitiesin partnering with the Gateway Commisson. The
Fellow will be introduced to the Gateway Commission and staff early on in the project, and will continue
to exchange information and advice on visud impact assessment throughout the Fellowship. In
particular, the Fellow will take part in development of outreach materias and workshops to teach towns
how to conduct visua impact andysesin the context of a Gateway specid permit review. Findly, itis
worth noting that the Gateway Commission is staffed by the Connecticut River Estuary Regiond
Panning Agency, recipient of the 2001 The Walter B. Jones Memorial and NOAA Excdllence Awards
in Coastd and Ocean Resource Management for Excellence in Loca Government.

CosT SHARE DESCRIPTION

For the duration of the Fellowship, DEP will provide the VIVA Fdlow with aworkstation equipped
with atelephone and voice mail system, filing space, office supplies, and desktop PC. The VIVA
Fellow will have access to a high-end PC supporting GIS development and 3-D visudization, and the
3-D Andys extenson to ESRI ArcGI S software. The computer will be equipped with software
required to conduct the proposed work tasks as well as standard office software such as Word, Excd,
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Access, and PowerPoint, and high-speed Internet access. The Fellow will also have accessto clerica
support, fax and mail services, and will be provided with trangportation costs for project-related travel.
In addition, the Department will commit to providing $15,000 ($7,500 each year) in required matching
funds from state generd funds or state permit gpplication fee funds, as gppropriate. Details for this
arrangement will be worked out with the CSC.



